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PREDATION by European red foxes (Vulpes vulpes)
has been identified as at least partially responsible for local declines of populations of many small to medium-sized mammals in Australia and is listed as a 'key threatening process' under the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act, 1988 and the Federal Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act, 1999 . Foxes occur in large numbers throughout urban, suburban and rural areas where they opportunistically take carrion, small to medium-sized mammals, birds, insects and fruit (Menkhorst 1995; Marks and Bloomfield 1999) . They also kill poultry and larger mammals such as macropod species and sheep (Menkhorst 1995) . In many conservation areas, particularly in near-urban locations where fox densities are high, they are thought to pose a serious threat to biodiversity conservation (Menkhorst 1995; Friend et al. 2001; Mahon 2001) .
The Royal Botanic Gardens Cranbourne (RBGC) is located 44 km south-east of Melbourne and contains a 250 ha stand of remnant vegetation, comprising a range of ecological communities that were widespread in the region prior to European settlement (Oates and Taranto 2001) . As a result of the extensive clearance of indigenous vegetation elsewhere in the region, the RBGC is now widely recognised as a site of state significance for biodiversity conservation (Costello et al. 1997; DNRE 2001) . Twenty-five fauna species listed as threatened in Victoria (DNRE 2000) have been recorded at the site since 1972 (Atlas of Victorian Wildlife unpubl. data, RBGC unpubl. data). In addition, the RBGC supports a large number of regionally significant fauna species, including a remnant population of southern brown bandicoot (Isoodon obesulus obesulus). I. obesulus has been studied at the site since the early 1970s and has made a major contribution to what is known of the general biology and ecology of the species (Braithwaite and Gullan 1978; Stoddart and Braithwaite 1978; Cockburn and Lee 1985; Lobert 1985; Lobert and Lee 1990) . Although small, the RBGC is one of a few known sites in south-east Australia where I. obesulus appear to still be relatively abundant (Rees and Paull 2000) .
Isoodon obesulus were reportedly common at the time Europeans settled in Australia, but have since suffered severe reduction in both range and number across Australia. They are now listed as 'Endangered' both nationally (TSSC 2001) and in New South Wales (Schedule 1 -Threatened Species Conservation Act, 1995) , and are listed as 'Vulnerable' in South Australia (Schedule 8 -National Parks and Wildlife Service Act, 1972) . In contrast, the species is considered to be well catered for by conservation reserves in Victoria and has not been assessed as under immediate threat in the state (FFGSAC 1991; Menkhorst 1995; DNRE 2000) . However, I. obesulus abundance and distribution are somewhat enigmatic and the species does not appear to occur in many areas of apparently suitable habitat in Victoria (Braithwaite and Gullan 1978; Opie et al. 1990; Rees and Paull 2000) . There is also some evidence of decline or disappearance from formerly occupied habitat in parts of Victoria in recent years, leading to concerns about the status of the species in the state (Opie et al. 1990; TSSC 2001) .
During the past thirty years, I. obesulus has disappeared from many recorded locations in the Greater Melbourne region, and now appears to be confined largely to small heathy remnants on the outer urban fringe (Menkhorst and Seebeck 1990; Menkhorst 1995; Victorian Fauna Display unpubl. data) . This decline has in part been attributed to habitat loss due to suburban development, and also to the impact of fox predation on small, isolated populations in the remaining fragmented habitat (Menkhorst and Seebeck 1990; Menkhorst 1995 To assess the threat fox predation poses to fauna species at the RBGC, particularly the bandicoot population, we examined fox diet via faecal analysis. Seventy-two fox scats were collected opportunistically from within the RBGC between January 1998 and June 1999, and their contents identified by microscopic analysis of mammalian hairs and other fragments by Mr. Hans Brunner using the techniques described in Brunner and Coman (1979) . Scats that were composed entirely of blackberry fruit (Rubus spp.) occurred at the site in summer-autumn and were not collected for analysis. From the sample, a minimum of 109 individual food items were identified. Fox scats contained the remains of eleven mammal species (Table 1) , including all extant, non-volant species known from RBGC with the exceptions of swamp wallaby (Wallabia bicolor), common brushtail possum (Trichosurus vulpecula), black rat (Rattus rattus) and koala (Phascolarctos cinereus). The most frequently recorded prey species were three locally common, medium-sized mammals (Table 1) , which together accounted for approximately 60% of the total food items recorded. Indigenous mammals occurred in 47 percent of fox scats examined, and represented 31% of total food items recorded. The remainder of the diet was made up of introduced mammals (58% of scats, 38% of total food items), arthropods (30% of scats, 20% of total food items), birds (12% of scats, 8% of food items) and fruit (3% of scats, 2% of total food items).
Foxes are commonly viewed as opportunistic feeders whose diet includes a wide range of the available mammalian prey species (Seebeck 1978; Menkhorst 1995; Wallis et al. 1996) . Previous studies have shown that widespread and locally abundant prey such as European rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus), common ringtail possums (Pseudocheirus peregrinus) and T. vulpecula commonly represent major components of fox diet in Victoria (Brunner et al. 1975; Seebeck 1978; Triggs et al. 1984; Woolley et al. 1985; Brown and Triggs 1990; Wallis et al. 1996; Kirkwood et al. 2000; Wilson and Wolrige 2000) . In contrast, these studies, along with others in Victoria (Barbara Triggs pers. comm, Hans Brunner pers. comm.), show that even when I. obesulus are known to be present in an area, they rarely occur in fox scats. While this scarcity of bandicoot remains in scats (typically reported as less than 1% of scats) may suggest that I. obesulus are under-represented in fox diets similar to Potorous tridactylus (Seebeck 1978) , the results of this study indicate that when I. obesulus are present in relatively high densities, it will be reflected in the diet of foxes. Isoodon spp. in other parts of Australia appear to be well represented in fox diets when they are abundant (Dickman 1988; Smith 2001) . Furthermore, some evidence suggests that the typically low frequency of occurrence of I. obesulus in fox scats may correspond to independant measures of abundance such as capture rates (Ashby et al. 1990; Wilson and Woolridge 2000) .
European red foxes clearly preyed on I. obesulus at the RBGC, supporting largely anecdotal reports of the threat fox predation poses to populations in areas of remnant habitat in Victoria (FFGSAC 1991; Menkhorst 1995; Rees and Paull 2000) . While further work needs to be undertaken into the impact of fox predation on I. obesulus in Victoria, it seems likely that foxes prey on bandicoots opportunistically, and that the low level of reporting of southern brown bandicoots in the diet of foxes supports recent concerns regarding the rarity of the species in many regions of Victoria (Opie et al. 1990; TSSC 2001 
